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Abstract 
 
During the last decade ‘prostitution’ has been characterised as a ‘social problem’ 
throughout rural and regional New South Wales.  As we show here, the urban-centric 
nature of popular and official discourses of prostitution have inadvertently allowed for 
the development of regulatory positions which have negatively impacted sex workers in 
rural and regional communities and lead to conflict among sectors of the rural sex 
industry and between the sex industry and community activists.  In addition to examining 
the problematisation of sex work in rural New South Wales, this paper sets out to 
understand why rural sex work has historically lacked visibility in popular and scholarly 
discourses. We provide an overview of the distinctive organisational aspects of the sex 
industry in rural contexts.  Evidence for our assertions is largely derived from primary 
interview data collected from sex industry workers based in rural New South Wales. The 
paper represents the first attempt in the research literature on prostitution to understand 
sex work as a rural phenomenon. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Since the nineteenth century, prostitution has been a metaphor for urban disintegration 
and disorganization in many industrialised societies, with the visible presence of 
prostitutes’ bodies in urban space disrupting cherished class and gender norms (see 
Hubbard, 1999, p.63; Scott 2005).
1
  The association of prostitution with the metropolis 
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 Commercial sexual exchanges may be described in terms of ‘prostitution’ and ‘sex work’. 
According to Pheterson (1990), the category ‘prostitute’ is a  mystification or ideological 
representation that operates to stigmatise persons labeled such.  To address this, liberal sections of 
the feminist movement and sex industry advocates have sought to counter-construct  the 
prostitute as ‘sex worker’, arguing that those involved in the sex industry are no different from 
has been supported by urban-centric research in the social sciences, which has focused 
largely on public manifestations of prostitution in inner city areas.  While it may be safely 
asserted that most sex work occurs in urban settings, this should not imply that sex work 
in rural settings is not a significant or distinctive phenomenon worthy of scholarly 
attention (Hogg and Carrington, 2003, p.293). 
 
Official reports, as well as academic typologies of sex work, have largely ignored rural 
contexts. When rural sex work is acknowledged, it is presented merely as an extension of 
an urban phenomenon, with no distinguishing organisational or regulatory characteristics 
(see NSW State Parliamentary Select Committee, 1986; Egger and Harcourt, 1991). A 
recent manifestation of this neglect is an article by two authors who each have 
approximately twenty years experience researching the sex industry.   Harcourt and 
Donovan (2005) set out to ‘compile a global typography of sex work’, identifying at least 
twenty-five types of sex work according to worksite, principal mode of soliciting of 
sexual practices.  While the authors acknowledge a wide array of sex work, including 
such obscure forms as ‘CB radio’ sex work, there is hardly any acknowledgment that 
distinct forms of sex work are carried out in rural contexts.  From a liberal perspective, 
the lack of attention to sex work in rural contexts might be regarded as a positive 
situation, with rural sex workers largely obscured to public scrutiny. While traditionally 
sex work may not have been subject to high levels of policing and surveillance in rural 
communities, there has been a recent shift in understandings of sex work in rural 
contexts. Our paper seeks to explain this shift and examine its consequences. Drawing on 
interviews with rural sex workers, the paper also provides details of the specific 
organizational structure of the sex industry in rural New South Wales.   
 
Prostitution and ‘Other’ rurals 
 
An integral element in the construction of prostitution as a ‘social problem’ within social 
scientific discourses has been the presentation of prostitution as a distinctively urban 
phenomenon.  As Hogg and Carrington (1988) note, criminology and the sociology of 
deviance more generally have held a distinctly urban bias. For example, sociology, with 
its long standing preoccupation with processes of urbanisation and industrialization, has 
tended to locate social change and social problems as being exclusively urban 
phenomenon.  When the rural has been presented as a sociological concern, the focus has 
tended to be on farm production, service delivery and planning (Lockie, 2001:20). 
Sociology has tended to construct rural landscapes from the perspective of the dominant 
social groups which reside in rural settings. Since the 1970s, there have been efforts to 
correct this bias, especially on the part of critical and feminist scholars, who have drawn 
                                                                                                                                                 
other women or employees. This industrial or occupational focus has gained much currency since 
the 1970s, despite the categorical limitations of the term ‘sex worker’ which has become an 
umbrella concept for a varied range of behaviours, not all of which would have traditionally been 
designated ‘prostitution’.  While in this paper we have favored the use of the term sex worker, 
prostitute/prostitution has been adopted when describing ideological representations of 
commercial sexual exchanges or when referring to historical examples. In this respect, we adopt a 
constructionist position with regard to the use of terminology (see Stein, 1992). 
 
attention to relations of production and gendered normative structures within rural 
communities. Notably, these studies observed the invisibility of women in rural research 
or the tendency to confine women to private spheres associated with housewifery or 
mothering (Lockie, 2000, pp.20-22). Chris Philo (1997) has pleaded with rural studies to 
engage with neglected rural ‘Others’ who have been painted out of the rural landscape.  
In a similar vein, Murdoch and Pratt (1997) have drawn attention to ‘strange ruralities’ in 
order to highlight difference and division in the countryside.    
 
In order to locate sex work within the sphere of ‘Other’ or ‘strange’ ruralities, an 
appreciation of common discursive constructions of rurality is required. Rural studies of 
crime and deviance have drawn heavily from Tőnnies ([1887]1957) distinction between 
Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft.
2
 Grounded in this distinction, two discourses haunt 
popular and scholarly accounts of the rural.  Following Barthes (1972) each of these 
discourses might be considered mythological to the extent that they are fictions which 
sustain and ground specific power relations. The first myth represents the rural as 
consisting of simple, harmonious, cohesive and homogeneous communities, ordered and 
free of social conflict.  This idyllic and tranquil rural landscape is rendered a source of 
nationalistic pride consisting of picturesque scenery which is populated by farmers and 
graziers who come to be emblematic of all rural dwellers (Lockie and Bourke, 2001). The 
stereotype, which has become a rich resource for nationalistic mythology, is highly 
gendered.  Masculinity is representative of strength, courage and power, closely tied to 
images of heroic and hardworking frontier settlers, stockman, miners, hunters and 
cowboys. In contrast, women are less often visible, occupying the private sphere of 
reproduction and domesticity.  Women are associated with household production or 
occupy charitable roles in church or community based organisations.  The second myth of 
the rural presents us with backward and simple communities in decline, which are 
populated by ignorant and conservative people. This is a dystopian rural, which as Bell 
(1997) discusses has been depicted in popular culture as filled with gothic styled 
monsters of the kind encountered in the recent Australian outback horror Wolf Creek 
(2005).  It is a landscape of violence and rigid gendered divisions. This myth works to 
exaggerate rural ‘strangeness’ and in doing so works to broaden the assumed gulf which 
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 Gemeinschaft relations present intimacy, kinship, stability and tradition. These relations are 
considered to be found predominantly among small populations subsisting on local production 
and services.   Members of such populations share common norms and a common identity which 
operate as informal mechanisms to restrict individuals from behaving in ways which threaten 
shared values. Persistent deviation from shared norms is often sanctioned with ostracisation, 
intolerance, or physical exclusion. In contrast, gesellschaft relations are secondary or impersonal, 
based on the impersonal, contractual and rational.  These relations provide for greater privacy and 
self-expression and definition, with personal rights taking precedence over cooperative 
obligations. Behvaioural norms are guided and defined by rules and contracts. While, 
gemeinschaft relations are based on tradition and kinship associations, gesellschaft relations are 
based on calculations of costs and benefits associated with contractual agreements (Lockie, 
2001:19, Jobes, Barclay, Donnermeyer and Weinand 2000:6-7).  Jobes  et al. (2000) argue 
that the rural urban dichotomy should be re-considered as a continuum.  Furthermore, while there 
may be no absolute distinction between rural and urban, differences between city and countryside 
do exist and can be helpful in explaining social phenomenon. 
 
separates rural and urban life. Both these discourses correlate rural life with 
Gemeinschaft relations, although each presents a differing normative conclusion 
regarding the desirability of such relations.  
 
In a simplistic sense, sex work has been presented as an extreme product of Gesellschaft 
relations.  If we draw our attention to the first myth of rural harmony, sex workers have 
no place in the rural landscape as their labour is regarded as neither virtuous or 
ennobling.  In short, their labour is not viewed as ‘productive’.  Not only does the image 
of the prostitute conflict with that of the farmer or grazier, it also defies the gendered 
divisions of rural communities in which women are idealised as wholesome homemakers. 
If we focus attention on the second myth of rural decline, sex workers are again hidden 
from view. Prostitution is here regarded as a by-product of rapid urbanisation and 
industrial progress which has lead to increased sexual diversity and freedoms. In this 
myth, the cultural complexity and sophistication of urban centres is contrasted with the 
moribund ‘traditional sexualities and moralities of the countryside’ (Hubbard, 1999, 
p.62).  Modern urban life has been eroticised with reference to anonymity, voyeurism, 
exhibitionism, consumption, motion, danger and restlessness (Hubbard 1999, p.63).  
These various aspects of modernity and urbanity are closely associated with the imagery 
of prostitution.  In contrast, the rural offers associations of monogamy, hereditary taint, 
incest, bestiality, and an archaic gender order. Each of these mythical codes is complex 
and can be contradictory.  Each draws from constructions of prostitution which present 
prostitutes as being variably diseased and dangerous and responsible and sophisticated 
(see Scott 2003, p.284-285).  However, such simplistic accounts fail to acknowledge that 
Gesellschaft and Gemeinschaft relations exist in either rural and urban spaces or that 
Gemeinschaft relations might also contribute to rigid gendered hierarchies and economic 
forms of discrimination, which in some instances encourage and sustain sex work.  
 
Prostitution as urban phenomenon 
 
As noted at the outset of this paper, prostitution has a long association with processes of 
urbanization. Sex workers have become quintessential figures within urban space and 
ideas about ‘appropriate’ gender behaviour were highly spatialised during early 
modernity. Nineteenth century urban commentators listed the ‘street walker’ alongside 
other products of urban deprivation such as pick-pockets and vagrants (see Bernheimer, 
1987; Matlock, 1994; Wilson, 1991, 1992). Direct connections were drawn between the 
filth and squalor of city slums and the diseased and putrid bodies of prostitutes.  To 
borrow from Douglas (1992), street prostitutes were akin to ‘matter out of place’, 
possessing pollutant qualities which threatened the male mastery of urban space. The 
very visible eroticisation of public space by street prostitutes became an affront to the 
emerging gendered social order of modernity in which women were confined to domestic 
spaces located on the suburban fringes (Hubbard, 1999, p.63-81).   
 
From the 1860s onwards, industrialised societies subjected women to increasing 
regulatory surveillance.  Widespread moral campaigns against the ‘Great Social Evil’ of 
prostitution were a part of broader campaigns directed at over-crowding, poverty, ill 
health and urban decay (Mahood, 1990, p.53, Walkowitz, 1980, 1991).  It was during this 
period that laws were introduced in Australia, the US and Europe giving police greater 
powers to control the activities of individuals in public spaces (Arnot 1988).  For 
example, in NSW the Vagrancy Act 1902 (Sec.4 [1][c]) allowed for the arrest of a 
‘common prostitute’ behaving in a ‘riotous or indecent manner’.  Indeed, subsequent 
legislative controls have primarily sought to limit the most visible aspects of prostitution, 
rather than abolish prostitution outright. The legislative obsession with repressing all 
visible aspects of prostitution through spatial conditioning was more recently evident in 
1983 when the Wran government in New South Wales introduced the Prostitution Act 
8A[1] which made it an offence to solicit ‘near’ a church, school, hospital or dwelling 
unattached to commercial premises. However, public displays of prostitution have been 
restricted in rural communities (‘street work’ is non-existent): prostitution has not been 
considered a social problem.  
 
Despite the strong association of prostitution with urban spaces, the historical existence 
of prostitution beyond the city limits is regularly acknowledged. Prostitution is a crucial 
element of frontier mythology.  The female prostitute represents the untamed aspects of 
frontier culture in Australia, the US and Canada.  Yet, in these historical references, 
prostitution forms part of a rural community that has ceased to exist through the 
progressive taming of the frontier. The prostitute of the frontier often represents the 
‘uncivilised’ Other, being typically associated with ‘vices’ such as gambling, physical 
violence, and excessive alcoholism.  These are the scarred but rugged prostitutes we 
encounter in popular texts: the bawdy but honest saloon girls paraded in a myriad of 
Hollywood westerns, who are contrasted with the wholesome homemaker of the frontier 
(see Perkins 1989).  They are the lonely or tragic victims we find in Eastwood’s 
revisionist western The Unforgiven (1992). Closer to home, these are the ‘damned 
whores’, referred to by Lt Ralph Clark, an Officer of  the First Fleet, who represent the 
debauched state of femininity during the early years of convict era (Frances 1994; 
Summers 1994). Yet, even in a colonial context the activity of prostitutes represents an 
indictment of conditions in urban British slums, rather than the isolated conditions these 
women encountered in Australia. Indeed, it was hoped that banishment to the frontiers of 
the Empire would improve the moral quality of whores, transforming them into honest 
wives. 
 
As Harvie and Jobes (2001) have shown with reference to the nineteenth century 
American mid-west, various expressions of vice in frontier communities became 
increasingly restricted as communities developed stable agricultural economies which 
drew more women and families to the frontiers. As with cities during the same period, the 
object of regulation was not so much to abolish prostitution, but to remove the more 
visible aspects of prostitution from sight.  Unrestricted modes of ‘laissez faire’ controls 
gave way to spatial forms of regulation which removed prostitution from the main streets 
of towns and restricted it to the margins of rural communities. Davidson (1984), in her 
study of prostitution in the Australian mining town of Kalgoorlie, describes the 
organisation and regulation of prostitution during this period, with prostitution being 
restricted to semi-official brothels under police supervision.  Again, this was not so much 
an attempt at abolition, but was an attempt by authorities to minimise the ‘public 
nuisance’ aspects of prostitution and its supposed negative effects on feminine morals.  
As with the American frontier, moral entrepreneurs favoured a geographical form of 
regulation which restricted prostitution to designated vice areas.  
 
It is with the restriction of prostitution to the margins of rural communities that historical 
accounts of prostitution within rural communities largely vanish, with prostitutes 
rendered  ‘out of sight, out of mind’. Yet, prostitution does not cease to be an object of 
attention in other contexts. In cities prostitution remained an object of public scrutiny. 
Yet, the structure of rural communities, with their tighter surveillance and limited 
economy, did not allow for the continued existence of public displays of prostitution.  
This is not to suggest that prostitution ceased to exist in rural communities: it did exist 
and continues to exist in rural communities.  Rather, prostitution was hidden from view, 
an aspect of rural life that did not fit within mainstream rural mythologising.  
 
Social disorganisation theory can be helpful in understanding how prostitution was 
rendered invisible in rural contexts.  Studies of social disorganization have shown how 
strong social organisation networks are likely to exist in communities which exhibit 
stable population patterns and widespread and intimate personal bonds between both 
individuals and community organisations.  It has been argued that strong social 
organisation is to be located predominantly in rural communities with small population 
size and strong intimate and interpersonal networks (Jobes, Barclay, Donnermeyer and 
Weinand, 2000, p.10-12).  O’Connor and Gray (1989) have shown how police in rural 
communities are less likely to initiate formal actions against perceived infractions.  High 
levels of informal controls restrict the visibility of prostitution and limit the organisation 
of prostitution to private activities conducted in homes or brothels.  That public displays 
of prostitution failed to manifest in post-frontier communities prevented the designation 
of prostitution as a ‘social problem’ in these communities.  For example, NSW crime 
statistics indicate arrests for prostitution have almost exclusively occurred in urbanised 
settings.  This is not to suggest that prostitution in rural communities has not been subject 
to regulation: rather, it reveals social controls have operated informally.  
 
Legislative impacts in rural areas 
 
As noted at the outset of this paper, sex work has recently become subject to scrutiny in 
rural communities.  The regulation of sex work in NSW provides an example of how 
legislation can be formulated with reference to an urban-centric framework and how 
social controls can ‘produce’ the very deviance they supposedly seek to regulate (see 
Becker, 1963, Foucault, 1977).  As has been true of most western jurisdictions, 
legislation associated with sex work in NSW was largely developed to regulate public 
soliciting.  Indeed, much current legislation has the immediate goal of regulating, and 
thereby restricting the visibility of prostitution, rather than eradicating the practice.  Street 
workers, publicly visible and often subject to institutional monitoring or regulation, 
provide an accessible population for researchers of prostitution.  Despite this, street work 
has been estimated to only account for 10% of the sex work related activity in NSW (see 
Perkins, 1991; PNSW,1986).  
 
In November 1995 the newly elected Labor government of New South Wales introduced 
legislation which sought to decriminalise aspects of prostitution through an amendment 
to the Disorderly Houses Act (1943). The Disorderly Houses Amendment Act aimed to 
address the problem of public prostitution, popularly regarded as offensive and 
unhealthy, by decriminalising brothel work, while retaining or increasing penalties 
associated with public prostitution (New South Wales Parliamentary Debates, 1995: 
1936).  It was anticipated that legislative changes would also confront the problem of 
police corruption, highlighted by a recent Royal Commission into police corruption in 
New South Wales, by removing certain police powers (New South Wales Parliamentary 
Debates, 1995).  In accordance, amendments were made to the Summary Offences Act 
(1988) and Crimes Act (1900) to abolish the common law misdemeanor of keeping a 
brothel, and to ensure that people ‘living off the earnings of prostitutes’ were not 
committing an offence. Simultaneously, penalties associated with public acts of 
prostitution and underage prostitution were increased.  Brothels became legal businesses, 
requiring council approval under the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 
(1979).    
 
There are two ways in which brothels can be closed: council or any person can apply to 
the Land and Environment Court to remedy or restrain the breach of the relevant planning 
legislation or may close a brothel through the Disorderly Houses Act.  Under s.17 of the 
Act, council may make an application to LEC for an order to close a brothel if the council 
has received sufficient complaints about the brothel (Smith 2003).  Brothels are not to be 
within view of a church, hospital or school or any place regularly frequented by children 
nor are they to create disturbance to neighborhoods in terms of land use, noise, traffic and 
hours of operation.  In drafting the legislation, the Minister for Urban Affairs and 
Planning stated that the State Government would not support council applications which 
contradict the intention of legislative reforms.  Closure of brothels on moral grounds 
could result in increased street prostitution and encourage the corruption of council staff. 
The Minister would not object if councils limited brothels to those zoned for industrial 
purposes or in spaces not frequented by children or adjacent to schools.  This made the 
legislation difficult to apply in rural and regional contexts, especially with regard to 
smaller communities.  In 1995, private sex workers, accounting for as much as 40% of 
the states’ sex workers, were assured the Bill would not affect the way in which they 
work (NSWLC, 2001).  Yet, under the legislation, a ‘brothel’ was defined as any 
premises used for the purposes of prostitution, regardless of how many workers inhabited 
a site (NSWLC, 2001).  As such, private home-based businesses, which account for a 
large proportion of the sex industry in NSW, came under public scrutiny.  
 
Inadvertently, the legislative changes drew visibility to sex work in rural areas. While in 
some instances established brothels in larger regional centres have been permitted to 
operate legally under the legislation, private workers found it difficult to work and 
became a target for brothel owners seeking to restrict competition by drawing public 
attention to their activities.  Councils have pursued home based private sex workers, even 
when no complaints had been made against them. It was alleged in state parliament that 
the legislation encouraged vigilantes and spying on the part of both councils and brothel 
owners, thus compromising the anonymity of both private sex workers and their clients 
(NSWLC, 2001). While all sex work depends to some extent on guarding the anonymity 
of both client and worker, maintaining anonymity is a particularly crucial factor for sex 
work in rural settings. Private home based workers were considered less likely to seek 
development consent under the legislation, as this reveals their identity and location, with 
the result that they can be subject to various forms of abuse, vilification and 
violence.Furthermore, Development Control Plans in most council areas explicitly 
exclude brothels from any residential zoning, thus effectively excluding even the 
possibility of applying for a home based business.
3
  As such, the legislation made it easier 
to restrict home based sex workers, leading to fears that sex workers would be forced to 
go ‘underground’, reducing access to health and safety programs (NSWLC, 2001; Red 
and Saul, 2003). 
 
The visibility given to sex workers after 1995 made prostitution an object of ‘moral 
panic’ in a number of rural and regional communities (see Cohen, 1973). Many councils 
in NSW have discouraged or expressed hostile opposition to the reforms, employing a 
range of strategies which counter the intent of the legislation by clearly opposing the sex 
industry on moral grounds.  The NSW-based Sex Workers Outreach Project estimates 
that less than 10% of the sex industry can currently comply with the regulations (SWOP, 
2004).  Spurred by rural and regional concern with the legislation, the NSW Opposition 
introduced the Community Protection (Illegal Brothels) Bill 2001 which promised to give 
councils power to serve notice on owners or operators of illegal brothels, requiring a 
demonstration within 48 hours that their premises were not being used for such a 
purpose.  Thirteen rural and regional councils publicly expressed support for the Bill. 
Failure to comply would have allowed for closure of brothels by council officers using 
whatever means necessary, including police assistance.  It was observed in state 
parliament that prostitution was not only a problem for city councils, with a number of 
rural and regional councils having been faced with lengthy and costly proceedings to 
close or limit the development of ‘brothels’ (NSWLC, 2001:5-12). Also during 2001, the 
member for the Northern Tablelands, Mr. Richard Torbay, introduced a Private Members 
Bill, the Local Communities (Brothels flexible zoning) Bill 2000, the object of which was 
to allow councils to establish brothel-free zones in local government areas.  The bill was 
supported by opposition but opposed by government (Smith, 2005). 
 
Despite this recent concern, very little is known about sex work in rural settings. The next 
section of this paper draws on interview data with rural sex workers to highlight 
distinctive characteristics and issues facing the sex industry in rural New South Wales.  
 
Description of study 
                                                 
3
 Only the Inner-Sydney situated Marrickville Council has allowed for brothels to be located as 
home businesses in residential areas (with single workers only). Other councils have excluded 
brothels from all but industrial or commercial zones.  This means that unless you own an 
industrial site, you cannot legally operate a home based ‘sex work’ business.  Only larger brothels 
can manage to operate under the current regulations.  Moreover, only larger towns can sustain a 
profitable brothel, given the high costs involved in establishing and operating such a premises.  
Smaller towns, it would seem, can only support private based workers, operating from home or 
motels,    
 Our analysis is based upon a qualitative study of rural sex workers in New South Wales. 
The study entailed in-depth interviews with twenty persons who have worked 
professionally in the sex industry in rural and regional NSW.  Observational work was 
also conducted in motels and brothels at a range of sites.  Observation was limited to 
periods when sex workers were not occupied sexually with clients, such as when workers 
were negotiating appointments.  
 
Finding and interviewing sex workers is notoriously difficult given the stigma associated 
with the industry, the desire of those involved in the sex industry to protect their privacy, 
and concerns regarding safety and security (see Wade and Matelljan, 1994).  These 
concerns are only amplified in rural and regional settings in which clients, family and 
friends may all live in close geographic proximity.  Given that a large sector of rural sex 
workers are employed casually and are highly mobile (working among various sites), 
securing appropriate times to conduct interviews was difficult.  Participants were 
recruited through snowball sampling.  It is not possible to know whether the sample is 
representative, as the population of sex workers in regional and rural NSW is unknown.  
Despite these methodological complications, efforts were made to acquire a 
heterogeneous sample.  
 
Interviews were conducted over eight months during 2004-2005, at various times of the 
day or night and in differing locations.  For reasons of safety, all interviews were 
conducted with two persons.  Four of the sex workers chose to be interviewed in pairs.  
The interviews lasted between 40–90 minutes.  Three participants were interviewed on 
two occasions. Each interview covered: the participants’ personal background (ie. age, 
education); social networks and relations (ie. family, leisure activities, friends); general 
experience of work (ie.  what the participant liked or disliked about their job); experience 
of working in a rural context (ie. what are the distinctive features of sex work in rural 
settings in relation to service provision and supports, quality of working life etc.). 
 
Participant profile 
 
The interviewees were comprised of eighteen females, one transgender and two male 
participants. Sixteen participants were currently sex workers, one a brothel owner and 
two retired receptionists/owners/managers.  Some of the sex workers also had experience 
as receptionists, and owners and managers of brothels.  Three participants were employed 
with the Sex Worker Outreach Project (SWOP, NSW).
4
  The respondents age ranged 
from early 20s to late 50s. Two women were commencing careers in sex work at the time 
of interview, while one had worked in the sex industry for 28 years. Most of the 
participants had less than three years of work experience  in the sex industry, suggesting a 
reasonably high rural worker turnover rate. The respondents, all born in Australia, were 
predominantly Anglo-Celtic, though two claimed Indigenous background, and birthplaces 
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 A community based organisation established in 1990 which aims to minimise the transmission of 
Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STD's) and HIV/AIDS in the NSW sex industry, as well as providing a 
range of health, safety, support and information services for sex workers, management, clients and partners 
of sex industry workers (http://www.swop.org.au). 
included both large metropolitan and regional centres. However, most had moved from 
their place of birth and currently resided in rural and regional communities. Most 
participants had work experience in both urban and rural settings and provided 
comparisons of their experiences.  All persons interviewed had worked in communities 
with populations of less than 25,000 persons.  While in some instances participants lived 
and worked in the same community, some preferred to work where they did not reside.  
 
All participants came from working or lower middle class backgrounds, all completed an 
intermediate high school certificate and seven had commenced or completed TAFE 
studies.  One had commenced a university degree, and two had tertiary degrees.
5
 Three 
participants were married with children, four divorced (two with children), and four had 
recently commenced relationships with new partners.  One participant identified as 
lesbian and one as gay, while others variously considered themselves bisexual or 
heterosexual.  In terms of their non-working lives, participants engaged in a wide range 
of leisure activities, including furniture restoration, gym membership, horseriding, ice 
skating, night clubbing, playing music, playing pool, singing in the church choir, 
studying, swimming, woodworking, and creative writing.  In terms of spirituality, most 
sex workers identified with Christian denominations andthree regularly attended church 
services. Most worked multiple jobs, characterised as low paid or feminised employment, 
prior to entering the sex industry.
6
 
 
Rural sex work 
 
Assisted by the improvements in telecommunications technology, a subsequent growth 
occurred in private work in rural communities which has led to a declining trade for 
brothels. During the late 1980s and 1990s advertisements for sexual service had 
increasingly become more commonplace in rural media.  Analysis of rural media reveals 
that advertisements for private workers, now a common feature in many rural 
newspapers, first began to appear during the early 1990s, coinciding with the expanding 
market for mobile telephones.  Mobile phone technology made it difficult to police sex 
workers.  It also allowed for workers to visit communities in which they did not reside 
and promote services for select and often short periods of time.  More importantly, this 
technology allowed for a higher level of security, anonymity and privacy, counteracting 
what might be considered to be the restrictive effects of gemeinschaft relations.  In recent 
times the internet has also been used as a means of soliciting clients in rural areas.  
Mobile phone technology had also allowed for workers to work itinerantly, providing 
financially viable services to a number of smaller communities.  Perhaps the greatest 
benefit of the new technology was that it allowed private workers to work from locations 
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 Susan, who was currently working, had completed a tertiary degree (education), Diploma of 
Religious Education, secretarial course, Diploma in Psychotherapy, and had a TAFE Certificate. 
6
 Participants described their previous employment as: bank officer, botanical illustrator, child 
care, clairvoyant, debt collector, disabled care, factory work, farm worker, garden nursery, gym 
instructor, lab technician, laundry, learn-to-swim teacher, market researcher, musician, nanny, 
nurses aid, primary teacher, receptionist, restaurant manageress, retail, secretarial, shop assistant, 
small business owner, supermarket reception, and waitress. 
 
other than their home.  Motels were ideal sites from which to work.  These sites provided 
security, safety and a level of anonymity not afforded by the private residence in a small 
or isolated community. It is notable here that in the context of an occupation such as sex 
work, maintaining a degree of anonymity is important in terms of safety and security.  
Yet, communities with close-knit social organisation, exhibiting gemeinschaft 
characteristics, may present as dangerous places for sex workers.  In particular, the more 
traditional moralities of such communities and rigid gender structures operate to amplify 
the stigma associated with sex work (see Hogg & Carrington 1988). 
 
While brothels were typically established in larger towns, sex work in rural communities 
was often undertaken by private workers operating in ‘little collectives’ or individually 
from homes and motels.  Working privately was considered ‘risky’ by some workers, but 
the benefits were instant cash-in-hand payments and higher earning capacity.  The 
flexibility of private work was also favoured as workers could choose their own shifts 
and clients.   Making bookings individually with clients meant that workers could engage 
in other activities when not working, whereas, brothel shifts required workers to remain 
on site for lengthy periods of time.  While rural areas were likely to have a smaller 
clientele base than the city, and therefore generate less income for workers from single 
bookings, there was less competition in smaller rural communities.  Private work in rural 
areas also involved less outlay in terms of such things as promotion and travel expenses.  
 
Sex work in rural areas is similar in vital aspects to the work of private sex workers in 
urban contexts (Neave, 1989, NSWLC, 2001).  The clients of private workers are vetted 
on an appointment only basis and all services are negotiated directly, with no third party 
involved.  Private rural workers are able stagger clients appointments over an extended 
period of time, minimising disruptions to local amenity. They choose their working hours 
and retain a high percentage of their earnings.  For security and safety these women will 
often team up with another worker, even when working from motels. Condom use is self-
reported as high, because it is in the interests of private workers to care for their health. 
The anonymity of the home and motel based private workers and their ability to control 
all aspects of the services they deliver are a fundamental to maintaining their security and 
safety.  Premises need not be known as a sex industry location in order to be successful, 
as the frequent use of varied motel sites or isolated rural properties would suggest.    
 
Services provided 
 
Private services in rural communities, such as escort work, are largely carried out on a 
casual basis, with most services being offered between Thursday and Sunday. The largest 
part of business was conducted between Friday afternoon and Saturday night. Two 
participants worked for as little as a few days a month, and casual or interrupted periods 
of work were typical of private work in rural settings.  In contrast, brothel work was often 
labour intensive and could occupy five to seven days a week.  Shifts were also long.  For 
example, one participant worked from 10am-4pm, while another worked shifts from 
2am-2pm and 8pm-2am. A booking could range from 15 minutes to a full weekend, as 
had been the case with one escort.  
 
The rural sex industry experiences many external impacts that workers vocalise as 
directly affecting their work.  Two prominent issues were HIV/AIDS and drought. It was 
noted how the economic recession of the early 1990s had severely effected an industry 
already reeling from the impact of the HIV/AIDS epidemic.  In rural NSW services  
never fully recovered from these disasters.  Workers strongly considered  the viability of 
rural services further declined with the onset of the drought in the late 1990s.  One 
worker noted that in the late 1980s they had been servicing eight clients a night regularly, 
but now six clients a night would be considered high turnover in a brothel.  
 
Workers typically provided ‘full service’, which included oral sex and intercourse.  One 
sex worker described her services as including: massage, hand relief, oral, kissing, toys, 
counseling and sex therapy.  Among the more diverse services were those provided by 
Helen, who offered massage, hand, oral (each way), anal, B&D, fantasy, lesbian, doubles, 
and couples.  Of these services, she favoured B&D.  Notably while Helen offered anal, 
all other workers made it expressly clear that anal (‘Greek’) was not a service they 
provided.  Despite this, anal sex was in demand among clients, and a rural worker could 
earn $400.00 for providing this service.  Private services were flexibly priced, but a 
typical booking would be $110.00 for full service, with an additional $10.00 for escort.  
A long shift of private work could include six to fourteen clients in a day.  An erotic 
dancer could make large sums of money performing in isolated locations.  For example, 
Jade boasted of having earned $950.00 for a 15 minute strip routine in one North West 
Community.  
 
Positive aspects of working in a rural setting 
 
The ‘attitude’ of people in rural communities was considered distinct.  Overall, country 
people were considered to be more ‘respectable’.  This perspective was likely influenced 
by the strong belief that success in urban contexts was largely based on ‘looks’ rather 
‘personality’.  Sandi, a SWOP outreach worker,  reported many positive stories from 
rural workers who emphasised the social benefits of their work in terms of its ‘service’ 
function. She thought that because rural areas were likely to attract a more mature age 
worker, the women working in these areas were more ‘comfortable’ with what they were 
doing and were more inclined to exhibit high levels of job satisfaction.  In terms of 
service provision, there was more focus on ‘communication’ and ‘affection’ in rural 
settings.  Rural workers viewed metropolitan centres as more competitive and suited to 
young and highly ‘attractive’ sex workers. Many of the sex workers interviewed  
experienced negative attitudes in urban brothels, both among clients and fellow sex 
workers.  Others, who may not have worked outside of rural communities, had a strong 
conception that they would have difficulty securing work in an urban setting.  Above all, 
there was strong sense that qualities associated with gesellschaft relations were more 
significant in urban settings. 
 
In terms of brothel work, while cities had more half hour bookings, country towns tended 
to have longer bookings, many lasting for an hour.  Bookings in cities were more likely to 
be restricted to short time periods – what was described by one worker as ‘blow-and-go 
shows’.  Rural clients were more likely to seek more intimate and tactile services, which 
included things such as massage and ‘cuddles’. Towns also tended to have more ‘all-
nighters’ and ‘long spa jobs’.  Despite this, working hours in a brothel were not as long in 
rural settings and the pace of work was considered to less ‘hectic’.  City brothels were 
likely to attract a lot more ‘lookers’, who were described as males who simply came and 
inspected the women but were unlikely to buy services.  City brothels were also 
considered to have more ‘junkies’, with drug taking being strongly condemned by our 
rural sample.   
 
Occupational choice 
 
Women tended to enter sex work during periods of ‘crises’, such as debt or 
unemployment or following a relationship or marriage break-up.  The participants 
generally displayed very positive attitudes in regard to their work.  Rural sex workers 
chose sex work as a profession because it offered them flexible working hours, provided 
ready finance and generated large income for relatively short periods of work.  However, 
it was clear from interview data that job satisfaction was also derived from the provision 
of what was considered a vital and socially worthwhile service to the community.  The 
social interaction provided through sex work, both with clients and other workers, was 
considered a positive aspect of sex work.  Many rural sex workers had built up social 
networks within the industry and spoke with familiarity about other women in the 
industry.  In some instances sex work provided a means of supporting dependents, such 
as parents or children. The decision to enter into a sex work career was rationalized by 
the fact that most enjoyed sex (only one interviewer expressed a distaste for sex).  Most 
began their careers working in brothels, subsequently moving on to private work, with 
most participants alternating between the two. 
 
Health of participants 
 
Participants considered themselves to be in good health, although a number suffered from 
poor self-image, viewing themselves as overweight and unattractive.  All workers used 
condoms with clients for intercourse and oral sex.  Some participants described 
themselves as suffering from stress, but related this to their private life, especially 
relationship difficulties, rather than their work.   Most workers described their experience 
of sex work in terms of empowerment.  For example, Monique stated that sex work gave 
her ‘client control’ and she considered this one of the more enjoyable aspects of the 
industry.  She enjoyed ‘the adrenaline of it all’ and considered sex work to be ‘in my 
blood’.  
 
Negative aspects of working in a rural setting 
 
Confidentiality 
 
Participants noted that sex work had recently become a major political issue in rural and 
regional communities attracting much unwelcome attention and negative publicity for the 
sex industry.  Not, surprisingly, confidentiality was a major issue for sex workers in rural 
communities. Because the client base was a lot smaller, it was more likely workers would 
come into contact with clients outside of their working lives.  Confidentiality was 
particularly an issue for women with children and other family members living in the 
same town where they worked.  One participant, in her role as an SWOP outreach 
worker,  encountered many rural sex workers whose former partners had used 
information against them in divorce and family court matters.  Workers guarded their 
privacy outside of work and tried to avoid the embarrassment of confronting clients in 
public places.  While encountering clients was largely unavoidable in rural communities, 
generally clients would not make any effort to contact or speak to workers outside of 
work.  If contact was made, clients would address girls by their working names which 
was noted as especially ‘annoying’.  
 
Competition 
 
Competition among workers was a problem manifested in larger rural towns and may be 
considered a product of the more intimate social relations existing in these contexts.  
Competition and long work hours in brothels lead to ‘burnout’ and stress among sex 
workers.  ‘Competitive’ and ‘bitchy’ were words used frequently to describe the volatile 
relations in brothels between workers.  Sex workers would frequently seek to undermine 
each other and would attempt to form close relationships with management in order to 
isolate other workers or manipulate workplace arrangements. The decline in brothel 
patrons in rural areas since the 1990s has only exacerbated the competitive nature of the 
work.  It was claimed that in rural communities it was more difficult to acquire peer 
support because workers did not tend to share their ‘skills and knowledge or experiences 
with other workers’.  Rural workers were regarded as being more ‘selfish’ and insular. 
Private work was favoured over brothel work because of lack of competition.  It was also 
considered to be advantageous for mature aged women. 
 
Respondents observed that the growth of private sex work in rural areas generated 
conflict within the sex industry.  Brothel owners were known to have intimidated and 
pressured girls who left their employer to work privately.  If a worker had a dispute or 
simply did not ‘get along’ with an owner or manager they could have difficulty securing 
alternative work.  Brothel owners would misinform workers of their rights and legal 
requirements.  Owners of legalised brothels would threaten to report competition to local 
government or police.  In one town a brothel owner went so far as to put advertisements 
in a local newspaper stating that working privately was illegal and sent letters to local 
motels informing managers that it was illegal to allow sex workers to work from the 
premises.  
 
Brothel owners could also be competitive with each other.  For example, it was claimed 
that one brothel owner in a country town had falsely reported drugs on another brothels’ 
premises resulting in two ‘drug busts’ occurring.  This had a negative impact on business, 
despite the fact drugs were not located.  While local government councilors strongly 
opposed the sex industry during election periods, many were considered to privately 
condone and support the sex industry, some offering tacit support for the industry in 
private but publicly rallying against it.  There were also claims that council workers had 
behaved inconsistently with regard to the treatment of sex workers.  For example, private 
workers had been ignored and given a green light to operate by councilors for political 
reasons.  For, example, a council which had experienced difficulty with a brothel 
application which had been upheld, turned a blind eye to private workers operating in the 
area after complaints had been registered with council.  However, councils were only 
willing to ignore private work as long as it was conducted in a discreet fashion.  
 
Throughout NSW an individual is legally entitled to own more than one brothel.  As a 
result, an owner could establish a monopoly of sexual services in a rural community.  
However, many rural communities can only support a single brothel, restricting 
competition.  This potentially gave owners and managers increased power over workers.  
While it was regarded as standard practice throughout Australia that management in 
brothels would take up to 40-50% of worker earnings, there were reports that in one rural 
centre an owner had established a monopoly, the result being profits exceeded 50% of 
sex worker earnings, a situation considered to be largely unprecedented in the sex 
industry.  Rural workers complained of being repeatedly ‘fined’ by brothel management 
and owners for minor infractions of ‘house rules’.  Penalties could be imposed for such 
things as failing to take a booking, failing to manicure nails, ‘not having your make-up 
and hair perfect’, presenting late for shifts, and taking leave when you placed your name 
on a roster.  This indicated that while brothels might have legal status not unlike any 
other business, practices continue to exist in rural brothels which would not be legally 
condoned in other workplace contexts.    
 
Conclusion 
 
The sex industry exists and has always existed in rural communities. Two historical 
myths have helped render the sex industry invisible in rural contexts: the first myth  
views prostitution as an extreme product of gesellschaft relations, while the second myth, 
which simplifies rural social relations as the product of gemeinschaft relations,  sterilizes 
the sexual complexity of rural life.  Both myths are highly problematic because, as our 
research reveals, the sex industry is not a stagnant aspect of rural economies but an area 
proving adaptable to change in recent years. Our research suggests the rural sex industry 
has recently diversified, largely as a result of improvements to communications 
technologies. The women who work in the rural sex industry are mostly mature and 
resourceful individuals who have made a conscious choice to participate in the sex 
industry.  In this respect, they provide a stark contrast with popular images of the sex 
worker as disempowered victim lacking agency. Unfortunately, much research into the 
sex industry has drawn upon street workers in inner city locations. A better understanding 
of the rural sex industry can provide counter-narratives which challenge traditional views 
of sex workers and the sex industry.  An understanding of rural sex work may also 
challenge myths representing rural sexualities as homogeneous and limited. Rural sex 
workers are drawn from a broad section of the population and do not readily perceive 
themselves as complying with idealised norms of  feminine beauty, which emphasis 
youthfulness and a slim figure. Indeed, the existence of a diverse, and apparently 
thriving, sex industry in rural New South Wales is testament to the existence of an Other 
rural which has, for a long period of time, been invisible.  For our participants, it is the 
rural landscape that is more accommodating and tolerant of diversity than the urbanised 
settings they left.  
 
While the structure of the rural sex industry exhibited many of the same characteristics as 
the sex industry in more urbanised settings, unique forms of service have developed in 
rural settings, especially with regard to escort work. We have argued Gemeinschaft 
relations can operate to produce both positive and negative experiences for sex workers.  
‘Problems’ arising in relation to the rural sex industry have largely been products of 
short-sighted policy developments with an urban-centric focus. This is not to suggest that 
the specific conditions encountered in rural settings do not present sex workers with 
unique problems. Rather, the particular social organisation of rural communities is likely 
to be evident in terms of the relationships which exist between sex workers and their 
peers, clients and the community.  While some of our participants chose to work in a 
rural setting to escape a ‘competitive’ culture encountered in urban settings, the smaller 
scale of the sex industry in rural settings meant competition between individual workers 
or brothels could be amplified. Rural sex workers often have extensive social networks 
outside of work.  Therefore, it is notable that the experiences of some within the 
workplace are simultaneously characterised by loneliness, frustration and isolation. This 
phenomena provides a contrast with experiences of urban sex workers who often have 
strong peer support networks in the workplace, but can be socially isolated outside of the 
workplace.  
 
The changes in the organsiation and structure of the sex industry in rural New South 
Wales have provided for new research opportunities. As noted in this paper, 
telecommunications advances have allowed for an expansion of escort services. Many 
women who provide sex services do not reside in the towns in which they work, making 
it possible for them to avoid the stigmatization associated with communities exhibiting 
gemeinschaft chractersitics. Technologies have also allowed for communications to 
improve between sex workers and with advocacy organizations, such as SWOP.  This 
strengthens and actively creates a link between sex workers geographically isolated and 
provides access to resources only previously available to urban workers.  Technological 
changes enhance networks of social capital and provide an opportunity for sex workers to 
improve their working conditions.  Yet, as documented in this paper, legislative 
conditions still provide limited benefits for rural sex workers and may even put the health 
and safety of rural workers at-risk.   While the current study, being largely exploratory, 
was limited to twenty interviews, recent changes in the organisation and structure of the 
rural sex industry have also provided opportunities for wider ranging research. Of 
particular interest would be community attitudes towards sex workers in rural locations. 
As noted here, legislative change has provided mostly unwanted visibility for the sex 
industry in rural communities. Future studies may wish to ask: To what extent can public 
discussion of the rural sex industry be characterised as ‘moral panic’? Moreover, how can 
any real social impacts associated with sex industry be managed without endangering the 
health and safety of sex workers and the communities in which they work?  These issues 
require further attention. While interviewing clients still presents notable difficulties in 
rural settings, data on the clients’ perspective would enhance the research carried out here 
and further test its findings. In general, further research of the sex industry in rural 
communities may provide a better understanding of strange ruralities which, until now, 
have been hidden.  It may be time for rural sexualities to come out of the closets, 
bedrooms and sheds in which we have enclosed them.   
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